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Abstract

The Prince George’ s County Fire/Emergency Medical Services Department providesfire,

rescue, and emergency medica servicesto its dtizensin the Washington, DC metropolitan area.

The Department responded to over 114,000 calls for servicein 1998. Over 25% of the nonEMS

cdlswerefor fase darms, many of them generated by aarm monitoring companies. The

problem was that the number of cdls for automatic darms from aarm monitoring companies

continued to increase while staffing level's decreased, thereby, enhancing the risk that fire

companies were not available for emergency cdls. The purpose of this research was to evaluate

the implementation of an darm ordinance containing fines for excessve fase automatic darms

in Prince George's County as a method of reducing these unnecessary cals. Thisresearch

project employed the evauative research method to answer 4 research quedions.

1.

2.

Is there aneed for an darm ordinance in Prince George's County, Maryland?
What steps might be taken to reduce the number of false darms generated by darm
monitoring companies?

What steps have other jurisdictions taken to reduce false alarms generated by alarm
monitoring companies?

What are appropriate penalties or fees for false darms or non-compliance with any

ordinance enacted?

The procedure for this project involved areview of fire service literature to identify the

extert of the false darm problem nationwide and what methods had been employed by other

organizations to combat the problem. Additiondly, asurvey of fire departments was conducted

to gain current information on the false darm problem. Findly, an interview was conducted to



identify what had been done by the Prince George’ s County Police Department to combat its
false darm problem.

The findings of this research were that the fase darm problem is very sgnificant on the
nationd level and that severd organizations had taken stepsto combat it. The most common
solution was to implement false darmresponse fees. It was fdt that the Prince George’ s County
Fire/EM S Department would benefit from the implementation of afase darm ordinance smilar
to that of the police department.

It was recommended that the department request funding in the next budget to hire 2
personnel to begin the process of drafting the legdation and to establish atracking procedure.
Severa areas of additiona research were identified that included identifying legal ways to keep
the funds within the department for its use and establishing appropriate fees that were Smilar to
the police department’s. Additiondly, it was recommended that the Staff assigned to Public
Education and Public Information be used to advertise the program. Lastly, this paper
recommended the establishment of an appeals process for property owners who believe that they

were mistakenly charged for service.
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Introduction

The Prince George's County Fire/Emergency Medica Services (EMS) Department isa
full service organization providing fire, rescue, and emergency medica servicesaswel asa
variety of other emergency servicesto the citizens of Prince George's County. The number of
responses to automatic alarms, which turn out to be false, appears to have risen sgnificantly over
the past severd years. Thisincrease has come at the same time as other callsfor service are dso
increasing. Asaresult, thetotd cal volume for the Department has increased by nearly ten
percent between 1994 and 1998.

A review of computer aided dispatch (CAD) records during March 1999 indicates that
the Department responded to 627 cals from aarm monitoring companies for autometic darms
sounding a locations within the County. This number condtitutes approximately 6.5% of al
cdlsfor service and over 20% of al non-EMS cdls during the same month. An informa survey
of officers throughout various parts of the Department indicates that between 70% and 98% of
cdlsfor automatic aarms do not result from any fire related cause and are, therefore, fse
adams. Conservativey, thisworks out to nearly 6,800 false darms generated by privately
owned alarm companies or gpproximately six percent of dl cals and over 18% of dl nonEMS
cdls

It isdifficult to assign acost to these responses because of the combination system
operated in Prince George's County. Therefore, labor costs vary with each response. One could
surmise, however, that the cost to the citizens is Sgnificant and is based on a service provided to
alimited number of citizens and corporate entities.

Additionally, the authorized staffing levels dlocated for the Prince George's County

Fire/lEM S Department decreased from 775 personnel in fiscal year 1992 to 670 personnel in



fisca year 1997 due to budget condtraints. The authorized levels have rebounded to 704
personne in fiscal year 2000. Actud staffing levels, however, dropped as low as 606 personnel
in March 1999. An additiona 97 personnel were hired in March 1999 but will not complete all
of their training until December of this year, thereby, continuing to leave the Department
understaffed. This reduction in staffing has forced the Department to dter its saffing patterns,
removing career Saffing from some stations and reducing it at others. The result has been that
theincreasing cal volumeis being carried by fewer personnd, and in some cases, by fewer
avallable fire companies. Carrying this out even further, the risk that companies needed for
actud fires and other emergencies will not be available increases sgnificantly with the elevated
number of calls for automatic alarms.

The problem is that the number of cdls for automatic darms from adarm monitoring
companies continues to increase while gaffing levels decrease, thereby, enhancing the risk that
fire companies will not be available for emergency calls. The purpose of thisresearchisto
evauate the implementation of an darm ordinance containing fines for excessve fase automatic
darmsin Prince George's County as amethod of reducing these unnecessary cdls. In
conducting this research, the evauative method was used. The following research questions
were identified:

1. Isthereaneed for an darm ordinance in Prince George's County, Maryland?

2. What steps might be taken to reduce the number of false darms generated by darm

monitoring companies?

3. What gteps have other jurisdictions taken to reduce false alarms generated by darm

monitoring companies?



4. What are appropriate penalties or fees for fase darms or non-compliance with any
ordinance enacted?
Background and Significance

The Prince George' s County Fire/lEM S Department is a combination career and volunteer
department in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. It providesfire, rescue, and emergency
medical service to gpproximately 762,000 people in a500 square mile area. The Department has
704 career and approximately 1,000 active volunteer members staffing 47 fire and rescue
getions.

In 1998 the Department handled 114,536 cals for service. These callsincluded 9,841
fires, 77,710 EM S incidents; 4,621 out of county mutua aid responses, 2,557 hazardous materia
incidents; 9,175 fdse darms, and 10,612 miscellaneousincidents. The total number of false
adarms accounted for eight percent of the total call volume and nearly 25% of the nonrEMS cdls
during the year. Asapercentage of tota cals, 1998 was the lowest year for fase darms with
fase darms accounting for over 30% of dl non-EMSincidentsin 1997.

It isunclear how many of these responses are generated by reports of automatic darms
received from third party monitoring companies such as ADT and Brinks security because the
Department's Satistics do not break down fase darms by category. In March 1999 done the
Department received 627 cdls for automatic darms, which is 20.4% of the nonrEM S call
volume. Assuming that thisisatypica month and expanding it out for the entire year the totd
number of automatic aarm responses works out to 9,554 total cdls. Agan, assuming thisisa
representative month, it appears that the mgjority of the false darms (82%) result from automatic
darms. Thisrepresents a significant expenditure of resources by the Department to handle

unnecessary incidents that benefit only the property owner.



The standard dispatch for an automatic alarm received from a monitoring company
without confirming information from the premises is two engine companies, one ladder truck,
and a battaion chief. Because of the staffing and dispatch policies of the Department it is
difficult to assgn a cost factor to these responses. Thisis because the Department staffs only 44
of the 47 stations with career fire fighters during the day time hours (0700- 1500 hours) Monday
through Friday and has varying levels of staffing--from no career personnd to 4 career personnel
in each gtation--on nights and weekends. Therefore, it is extremdy difficult to determine the
labor costs of career personnel on each incident because the number of career personnel varies
with each cdl and there isno salary cost for volunteer personnd. Additionaly, the number of
pieces of fire apparatus often varies between cdls. As stated earlier, the standard dispatch
consgts of two engine companies, one ladder truck, and a battalion chief. Department policy,
however, alows stations to respond with additional pieces of gpparatus as long as they do not
respond with a service when thereis another like service closer that has not been dispatched to
the call. Therefore, the amount of gpparatus and the number of career personnd responding
varieswith each cal making it difficult to track costs and determine the true cost of each false
automatic alarm cal.

In 1997, the Prince George's County Police Department had a false alarm ordinance
implemented. The police department had a bill introduced into the County Coundil during fiscd
year 1995 which established standards for the ingtdlation of burglar and holdup darms, required
registration of aarm companies and ingtdled darm systems, and etablished a pendty for
excessve fase darmsin aone year period. The Department began registering darm sysemsin
September 1997 and began enforcement of the registration requirements as well asfining

property owners for excessive false darmsin April 1998. In 1997--prior to the implementation



of the ordinance--the police department responded to 86,000 false burglar and holdup aarms.
After the first year of the false darms, the number of false darms has decreased by 12,000
(14%).

It is thought that the FirelEM S Department may have smilar results with afase darm
ordinance deding with fire darm systlems. The concept thet this paper will exploreisthe
feasbility of implementing afase darm ordinance, which requires a monetary fine for excessve
fdsefire darms from third party monitoring companies. The Fire Service Financid
Management course of the National Fire Academy's Executive Fire Officer Program requires that
an Applied Research Project related to the class be submitted. This research project is relevant
to the aternative financing section as it relates to changing behavior.

Literature Review

The literature review for this project was intended to provide information on four subject
areas. Thefirgt was areview of fire service literature to determine the extent of the false darm
problem on anationd level. Second, information pertaining to the effects on the public and fire
service personnd relative to false darms was reviewed. Third, areview of fire service literature
was conducted to determine what, if any, options were available to fire service organizations to
reduce the incidence of fase darmsin their communities and the potentia benefits associated
with implementation of an darm ordinance. Findly, information was sought which outlined
what pendties had been implemented by other jurisdictions with aarm ordinances.

Extent of the problem

For many years, the fire service has advertised the benefits of automatic fire darm
systems as slent sentinels able to detect a fire and dert building occupants as well asthefire

department much more quickly and efficiently than people. It has done so very wdl. Infact, it



may have done it too well. The growing number of automatic alarm systems has crested a new
chdlengefor thefire service. That challenge has been how to dedl with the growing number of
fase darms generated by automatic dlarm systems. According to Karter (1998) “in 1997, U. S.
fire departments responded to 1,814,500 false darms. This means that one out of ten calls
responded to by fire departments werefase darms’ (p. 1). His dataindicates that from 1988 to
1997 the total number of false darms has risen steadily every year and that “the number of
system malfunctions have increased every year and increased an overal 48.3% from 550,500 in
1988 to 816,500 in 1997” (p. 1). Table oneillustrates the data contained in Karter’ sreport. In
an Applied Research Project at the Nationa Fire Academy, Hoover (1997) states “literature
indicates that nuisance activations of larm systems far outnumber redl-fire darms, by amargin
of 17-to-1to 27-to-1" (p. 15). Haas (1992) quotes a 1986 Rekindle article:
Wayne Moore, aleading author on the subject, stresses that “ false darms from firedarm
systems have risen to epidemic proportions and are causing many people to take drastic
measures, uch as disconnecting them to diminate the problem. It is obvious that what is
needed is sgnificant corrective measures . . . implemented immediatdy” (p. 13).
According to Hershfield (1995):
Fase darms emanate from a variety of sources. Someone accidentaly or maicioudy
pulls an darm switch. Someone e se neglects to report alarm testing, or a neighbor
mistakes a backyard barbecue for afire. . .. However, more than athird of al fase
adarmsto which fire departments respond are not caused by human error or

madiciousness. Rather, they result from mafunctioning autometic darm systems (p. 46)
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Halas (1992) continues this thought, stating:
Virtudly al of the numerous sources of literary and technica advice seem to agree on the
mgor factors causing the fase darm problem. In short, improper ingalation, lack of
adequate maintenance and the failure to have obsolete dlarm system components
upgraded, are among the primary causes of the problem (Halas, 1992, p. 26).
It gppears that much of the problem comes with the increased sophidtication of the detection
systems. Nielsen (1988) writes, “fase darms from these systems are caused largdly by alack of
maintenance of the monitoring devicesingdled on the sysem—heat detectors, smoke detectors,
etc.” (p. 14). Spahn echoes this sentiment, saying:
Many fire darm system designers and ingtdlers do not keep up with the latest fire darm
system technology. Asaresult, systems are often designed, ingtdled, and tested
incorrectly. Long after the designers and indalers are gone, the public, the fire
department, and the building owner are left to ded with faulty systems (as quoted in
Halas, 1992, p. 7).
Halas (1992) further sates “if false darms are so detrimenta, then it ssemslogica thet if fire
darm systems were designed, indtdled, tested and maintained correctly, then the fase darm
problem would be drasticdly reduced” (p. 7).

Effects of excessvefdsedams

Beyond the number of fase darmslies the effect that excessve fase darms have on the
public and on those responding to them. It seems obvious that repested false darms will cause
the public to be conditioned such that they ignore darms. This could have devagtating effectsin
the event of ared fire. According to Halas (1992), “the negative impact of these fase darms

included 1) sgnificantly affecting available manpower for true emergendies, 2) increasing safety



hazards to emergency personnel as well as the public, and 3) eroding the trust and confidence

many building occupants had in these darm systems’ (p. 1). According to A Guide to Funding

Alternatives for Fire and Emergency Medical Services Departments (1993):

Moaost new commercia buildings and an increasing number of residences have automated
fire detection systems that can trigger unnecessary automatic responses by the fire
department, particularly when the darm systems are not properly ingaled or maintained.

Repesat offenders—particularly homes, businesses, or buildings—make up alarge number

of fasedarms. Each false darm response creates some danger for the public and the

firefighters. Vauable resources are used unnecessarily, and the units are not available for
actud firesor other calls. Theredso isthe “boy who cried wolf” syndrome—Ietting

down one' s guard on the assumption that the darms are fase (p. 55).

This sentiment is repeated throughout the literature. Fire department personne often arrive on
the scene at buildings with fire darms sounding to find the occupants till ingde because they
have become so accustomed to the false dlarms (Kapler, 1990; Hoover, 1997). Wayne Maoore
further adds, “the effectiveness of awarning system depends significantly on its credibility . . ..
Each false darm reduces the credibility of awarning system. . .. At any given time, the
credibility status of warning systemsis afunction of the ratio of recent true darmsto recent false
alams’ (as quoted in Haas, 1992, pp.6-7).

The second issue regarding the effects of excessve fase darmsisthat of firefighter
safety. Firefighters, like the public, also become accustomed to repested false darms and expect
certain darmsto befase. Inan article in the June 10, 1999 issue of the Prince George' s Journd,
Charlynn Haherty, Director of the Prince George' s County Police Department’s False Alarm

Response Unit, is quoted as saying, “when an darm goes off it'slike saying, ‘Help! Help!, to
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the police. . .. Officer safety becomes an issue when the police have been to a house 10 times
and the next time there redlly isabad guy in there” (Domindlo, p. 11). While this specificaly
refersto burglar and hold up darms in the police department, Smilar attitudes are devel oped by
firefighters and safety becomes a very serious issue when they respond to repested false darms
at the same location. Hoover (1997) cites an incident in Memphis where this attitude became
dangerous.

Thistype of behavior was demonstrated when fire fighters died in a high rise gpartment

building in Memphis. This Memphis building had a reputation for generating false

darms 0o fire fighters used the elevators to go directly to the floor where the darm was

coming from. In this case the darm was actualy detecting afire and the fire fighters

were on the fire floor without proper persond protective equipment functioning (pp. 2- 3).

As mentioned briefly above, the issue of not having units available for a true emergency
because they aretied up on afdse darmisadiginct possbility. Hershfield (1995) addresses
thisissue very dearly, saying:

If it is sometimes expensive to prevent fase darms, what is the cost of experiencing fase

dams? One expenseiswha Denver's Chief Gonzalez cdls‘asocid cost issue. It hasa

ripple effect. We may not be able to respond to ared fire while out on afase darm (pp.

47-48).

Options and benefits

According to Hoover (1997), “the primary means discussed in the literature to reduce community

risk caused by false darms from automatic systems was to charge for responses or otherwise
financidly penaize the owner of the building with the problem systlem” (p. 16). Hoover (1997)

continues, saying, “the purpose of charging for nuisance darmsis not to generate revenue, but to

14



encourage owners to fix or update problem systems. Nationdly, the average number of nuisance
adarms dlowed before fire departments charge for response is 2.9 per year” (p. 20).
It isimportant to be clear on the purpose of implementing financia pendties for
excessvefdsedarms. Halas (1992) isvery clear onthisissue:
To betruly effective, the requirements must be designed to generate corrective action of
the deficiencies. Whether human error, mechanica mafunctions, or even improperly
ingtaled devices, the fines imposed for excessive fase darm responses should not be
intended to raise revenue. Moreover, repairing and/or upgrading the firedarm
equipment, resulting in improved operation of the system and subsequently improving the
credibility that occupants have in it when an darm sounds, should be the mgjor god of
such locd legidation (p. 27).
In her article, Hershfield (1995) quotes Oakland Fire Chief Lamont Ewell as saying “We don't
want to create revenue, but we do want to coerce cooperation” (p. 47).
Improvements in detection and system technology isimportant when determining
drategy to minimize the number of nuisance darms from darm systems. It seems
plausible that the policy of fining owners of darm systems that consstently cause false
adarms, or charging property owners for responses to nuisance darms may cause the
ownersto use newer technology to reduce the number of fase darms. Punitive action
againg the owner would be ineffective if no solution is available to that individud. If
that individua has the technology available to reduce nuisance darms but chooses not to
spend the money necessary to diminate nuisance darms, punitive action such as charging
for responses to that location can effectively reduce arms and lower community risk

caused by these dlarms (Hoover, 1997, p. 9).



Damrell (1995) addresses the issue of using dternative funding methods to change
behavior in his Applied Research Project. He States:
Another perspective states that the person or company causing the expense to the
community should be held responsible for the city’s cost to correct or mitigate the
outcome of the incident. The common taxpayer should not be required to subsidize the
loses [ resulting from gross negligence or illega activities, nor should the established
taxpayer be required to provide new and expendve city services for new developments
(p- 7).
In detailing the purpose of adopting dternative funding sources, he further Sates.
A ... purposeisto discourage specific behavior that adversaly affects the community or
to encourage behavior that improves the qudity of life in the community. Thethird
reason seeks to prevent waste and redistribute the needed services to those who
demongtrate the greatest need (Damrell, 1995, p. 9).
Obvioudy, the god of any fase darm ordinance would be to reduce the number of fase
adarmsfrom automatic darm sysems. The literature contained little specific information
detailing what benefits were derived from the implementation of darm ordinances. It does
appear, however, that those who chose to publicize their results have been successful.
The City of Boston Fire Department was faced with false darms that placed a burden
upon their operations. A city ordinance was enacted in 1988 enabling the fire department
to charge feesfor fdse darmson adiding scae. Injust three years, the number of fase
alarms dropped from over 9,000 per year to 5,000 per year, a decrease of 44 percent (A

Guide to Funding Alternatives for Fire and Emergency Medicd Services Departments,

1993, p. 56).



Another city that has made its results public is Mebourne, Australia. According to Mebourne' s
Chief Fire Officer Jeffrey Godfredson, the incentives have been extremely successful. “Before
they were indituted, he said, the building owners solution was to do nothing; the fire brigade
showed up and did the work. “When we began to fine,’ he notes, ‘al those problems building
owners had said were insoluble [sic] were resolved' ™ (Hershfield, 1995, p. 47). According to
Damrdl (1995), Mebourne generated approximately $11 million between 1989 and 1994 and
the Washington D. C. Fire Department estimates that it could generate $300,000 annually.

The only other reference to the success of false darm ordinances referred to that of the
Prince George' s County Police Department. That bill has aso been very successful. The police
department estimates that it has saved amost $1,000,000 and, additionaly, will place close to
$1,000,000 from false darm fees into the county’ s generd fund (Dominello, 1999, p. 1). The
reduction in the total number of false dlarms has aso been dramatic. “’We ve had a 1,200 fase

aarm reduction between March of 1998 and March of 1999, said Haherty. Flaherty said that in

March of 1998 police responded to 6,900 false darms and in March of 1999 police responded to

5,700 fase darms’ (Dominello, 1999, p. 1).

Appropriate fees

There were anumber of references in the literature to what fees are charged by
jurisdictions with exiging fdse darm ordinances. Surprisingly, the fees were very Smilar across
the board. According to Walthour (1994) who anayzed fire department feesin departments
throughout Horida “the fees for false darms were very smilar for dl fire ordinances we
reviewed” (p. 13). The fees noted in the literature, and any information related to how they are

applied, will be detailed.
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In his Applied Research Project, Nelson (1989) noted the false darm policiesin
Oakbrook, I1linois and Boston, Massachusetts.
The Oakbrook Fire Department was experiencing a severe false darm problem because
64% of al responsesto structures were the result of fase system aarms. It was
determined that smoke detectors were the main cause of these darms. The Department
was charging $25.00 for each fase darm in excess of the one per three month period
dlowed. Through the passage of a new ordinance, the fee was increased to $150.00 for
each darm in excess of the dlowable one per three month period. Some exceptions were
alowed such as wesather related false darms that may be beyond the scope of
preventative maintenance. This program resulted in a 50% decease [9c] in fdse darms
within aone year period (p. 5).
Nelson (1989) further Sates:
Boston has afdse darm ordinance that imposes afee scheduefor fasedarms. Each
sysem isalowed 3 fase darms per haf year (Sx month) period. Subsequent darms

during the half year period reult in fines asfollows:

Fourth mafunction $50.00
Ffth mafunction $75.00
Sixth mafunction $100.00
Seventh mafunction $150.00
Eighth and any subsequent

mdfunction $200.00

In the event that a system has eight or more mafunctions within a haf year period, the

Fire Marshal may assess an additiona fine of $200.00 per day for each day after the



mafunction until the system owner demonstrates compliance (the causes of the false
adarms are being addressed or remedied) or demonstrates no malfunction (the darm was
not caused by a mafunction) (p. 6).

A Guide to Funding Alternatives for Fire and Emergency Medical Service Departments

(1993) cites the Bellevue, Washington ordinance.
In Bellevue, Washington, only one “preventable’ fire darm is alowed from an darm
system during a cdendar year. If a second preventable darm occurs, the city chargesa
$50 fee. For any subsequent darms, a$75 feeis charged. “Preventable darms’ include
activations caused by improper ingtalation or maintenance; erroneous transmissons,
work on darm systems when reasonable steps were not taken to prevent reporting of an
alarm; fire drills or tests of darms, work such as painting or welding; and smoke or
fumes from closed fireplace dampers, cooking, or smoking of tobacco products (p. 56).
Wathour (1994) makes reference to Orlando, Forida s fase darm fees and further

makes a recommendation to increase the fee. Both will be included.
Orlando’ s fee for false darmsis based on a 12 month period. No feeis charged for the
first three darms; $50.00 fee for each of the next three fdse darms; and $100.00 for each
fdsedarmin excess of sx. The city whose fee was Sgnificantly different from the
others was Miramar; they charge $100.00 for the third false darm and for each
subsequent false darm the fee is double the previous fee (p. 13).

He recommended:
In order to prevent repetitive responses to false darms caused by habitua offenders,
increase fase darm service fees to creste more incentive to maintain and/or repair fire

dam sysems. Congderation should be given to charging the following rates for each
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fase darm beyond six: 1. $200 each for 7-12 false dlarms; 2. $300 each for 13-18 fase

adarms; 3. $400 each for 19-24 fase darms; 4. $500 each for 25 and over (p. 19).

Robert Barnes, Fire Chief of the Oneonta, NY Fire Department, recommended a system
which adjusts the number of alowable false darmsin ayear based on the number of detectorsin
the darms system. His recommendation was that systems with less than ten detectors be allowed
two false darms per year; from 10 to 50 detectors, four fase darms; 51 to 150 detectors, Six
fdse darms, more than 150 detectors, eight fase darms. On the firgt false darm beyond the
grace period the fine would be $50 and would increase by $25 for each additiond fase darm
(1995).

Hershfield (1995) cites PAlm Beach County, Florida Fire Marshd Jm Swest in reference
to the need to baance the desire to minimize fase darms while maintaining needed fire
protection. According to Swest, “Keeping abaance isimportant. 1f we make the fine too
heavy, people will disable their systems, but [the fing] has to be enough of areminder” (as cited
in Hershfield, 1995, p. 47). According to Chief Rich Gonazalez, of the Denver Fire Department,
“It's hard [to decide how to come down on mafunctioning darms] when you are the ones who
mandate them” (as cited in Hershfield, 1995, p. 46). Pam Beach County has established an
innovative method for encouraging fire darm repairs by forgiving finesin return for repairs on
the faulty systems (Hershfield, 1995). According to Fire Marsha Swest, “ Say people have
$2,000infines. . .. If they document $2,000 worth of improvements to the problem darms,
certified through the state fire marsha, we will deduct that amount from the fine owed us’ (as
cited in Hershfield, 1995, p. 47).

On ardated topic, Joras (1991) recommended a permit system “which requiresthe

building owner to obtain an annud permit. This permit system would identify a named person to
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which penalty/fee notices can be mailed” (p. 15). In the case of the Prince George' s County
Police Department the licensing fees collected helped to defray the cost of setting up the False
Alarm Reduction Unit, which is respongble for tracking false darm occurrences and citing
property owners for excessive fase darms.

Procedures

The research procedure used in preparing this paper conssted firgt of aliterature review
conducted initidly a the Learning Resource Center at the National Emergency Training Center
in February of 1999. Additiondly, literature reviews were conducted between March and June
of 1999 a the Universty of Maryland libraries located in College Park, Maryland and
Catonsville, Maryland as well asthe author’s persond library. The purpose of thisreview wasto
identify the nature of the false darm problem on the nationd level as well as what methods have
been employed by other fire service organizations to reduce them.

Additionaly, a survey was developed and distributed requesting information on the false
adarm experience of various fire departments and any methods they employ to combat the
problem. This survey was digtributed to the students in the Fire Service Financial Management
and Executive Leadership classes a the Nationa Fire Academy. It was dso distributed to East
Coast fire departments meeting the criteria of the International Association of Fire Chiefsasa
metropolitan department. A tota of 63 surveys were distributed. Of those digtributed, 37 (59%)
were returned completed. One survey was returned by the United States Postal Service for an
incorrect address.

The data from the survey was entered into a computer database for tabulation. The
information was compiled and separated by department size and type for analyss. The

information was examined to determine the prevaence of monetary fines for excessive fdse



darm activity, the number of “grace’ darms, and the time period used. This information was
then compared to what was gleaned from the literature review in preparing the recommendations.
Lastly, Charlynn Faherty, Director of the Prince George' s County Police Department
Fase Alarm Response Unit was interviewed to identify what methods were used in developing
their false darm ordinance. It was aso intended to glean information on what problems
necessitated the development of the ordinance and what benefits resulted from the program.

Assumptions and Limitations

There are two basic limitations associated with this research. The first dedlt with the lack
of daidicad information available from the department regarding the number of automatic darm
cdlsrecaived from third party monitoring companies and the number of those which were false
darms. Thismade it difficult to clearly define the extent of the problem within the Prince
George' s County Fire/EM S Department. It was, therefore, necessary to gauge the degree of the
fdse darm problem by the perception of severd company officers familiar to the author.

Secondly, the number of surveys didtributed was very limited. The number of surveys
mailed out and returned is not sufficient to be satigticaly sgnificant for thefire sarviceasa
whole. It does, however, give an overview of how the fire service combats the false darm
problem.

Ladlly, it was assumed that March 1999 was atypicd month relative to the number of
calsfor service recaived in Public Safety Communications. It was aso assumed thet the
breskdown of cdlls by type was very smilar to that which would be received over the course of

the entire year.



Results

In the introduction to this research project, four research questions were identified. The
results of this research are organized around those four questions and are presented in order.

1. Isthereaneed for an darm ordinance in Prince George's County, Maryland?

The literature review indicates that the level of false darms handled by fire departments
across the country hasrisen dramatically over the last ten years. Additiondly, the primary cause
of these darms has shifted from maicious and mischievous cdls to sysem madfunctions. Thisis
probably due to the complexity of the systems, but a significant, contributing factor may well be
the inexperience of darm inddlers rdative to automatic fire darm systems. Much of the
research materia points out that these companies are responsible for the mgjority of the problem
darm sysems.

The experience of the Prince George' s County Police Department has been that the
enactment of the false darm ordinance has crested a more professiond, experienced core of
darm sysem inddlers. It has dso forced the less reputable companies out of the county leaving
the citizens with reliable darm system ingalers and capable monitoring companies. 1t should be
noted that the false darm ordinance has created in the code legal requirements for the ingtalation
and monitoring of darm systemsin addition to the pendtiesfor excessve fdse darms.

In Prince George's County, the number of automatic fire darms during March of 1999
accounted for over 20% of al non-EMS calls for service and the total number of false darms
received was over 25% of non-EMS calls. Based on the March numbersiit is estimated that over
80% of the autometic darm calls are flse darms.

Considering the results obtained by the police department through itsfase darm

ordinance, and the number of false darms received by the fire department from third party darm
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monitoring companies, it appears that the Prince George' s County Fire/lEM S Department would
benefit from the implementation of afase darm ordinance. This benefit would be both in the
reduction of responses to unnecessary darms and in the generation of revenue to partidly cover
the cost of response to these types of cals.

2. What stleps might be taken to reduce the number of false darms generated by alarm

monitoring companies?

3. What steps have other jurisdictions taken to reduce false alarms generated by alarm

monitoring companies?

Based on the literature review and the survey information, the most common method
used to reduce the incidence of false darmsis through monetary fines. Of the 37 surveys
returned, 14 of the departments reported having afase darm reduction policy in place. All but
one of those indicated that the policy involved amonetary fine for excessve fase darms
received from third party monitoring companies. The one organization that indicated it did not
have amonetary fine in place—Saint Paul (MN) Fire and Safety Services—indicated that after
more than three mafunctions in one month or sx in one year the fire marshd ordersthe darm
system to berepaired. Failure to comply with the order could result in a $700 fine and/or 30
daysinjail. It doesnot appear that thereis any correlation between department size and the
prevaence of fase darm policies. The survey results (see table 2) indicate anearly even
distribution between large and smal departments with policies.

While the specific fees used in false darm ordinances and the number of “grace’ fase
darms vary between jurisdictions, it is obvious that the most commonly utilized method for

reducing fase darms is through the use of monetary fines.
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4. What are appropriate penalties or fees for fase darms or non-compliance with any

ordinance enacted?

The information found during the literature review disagrees somewhat with what was
contained in the returned surveys regarding the fees assessed for excessive fase darms.
Additiondly, there is great variation between organizations with regard to the number of false
adarms alowed before fines are assessed and the measurement period. Hoover (1997) indicated
that the average number of false larms before fines were charged was 2.9 per year. According
to the survey information, the average number of false darms before pendtiesis 4 per year.

Based on the information obtained in the literature review, afine of $50 for the firgt fase
adarm past the alowable number seems pretty common. There was one exception noted with a
firgt offense carrying afine of $150. In dl cases the amount of the fine increased as the number
of fse darms in the measurement period grew. It should be noted, however, that some of the
information reviewed in this project was as much as ten years old.

Of those indicating the penalty amount on the returned surveys, fines varied between $25
and $250 for afirgt offense after the number of dlowable fase darms. The average fine was just
over $105 for the firgt finable offense. In the mgority of the cases the fines aso increased with
the number of false darmsin the measurement period.

Subtitle 9 of the Prince George' s County Code, titled Burglar and Holdup Alarm
Legidation, establishes the fees charged by the police department for excessive fdse darms.

The fee schedule dlows three false darms within a 12 month period without afadse darm
response fee. Starting with the fourth false darm a $50 feeis charged for eech fasedarm. This
fee increases by another $50 for each three false darms received after the fourth. For example,

after three flse darms the pendty is $50 for each fse darm. On the seventh fase darm in the



same 12 month period, the penaty increases to $100 and then to $150 on the tenth false darm.
The maximum pendty is $200 per fdse darm darting with the thirteenth fdse darm in the year.
Additiondly, the legidation requires that after Sx or more fsedarmsin ayear alicensed darm
contractor must recertify the system. Thereis dso an additiona $25 recertification fee required.
After 12 or morefdse darmsin ayear the syssem must be upgraded to meet the current
standards established in the code. A $50 system upgrade feeis also charged.

Discussion

Fire darm systems have long been considered a critica factor in the early detection and
natification of firein abuilding. Asthe fire service has marketed and required these systems,
however, the increase in unnecessary responses has become a problem that threatens to reduce
the amount of protection fire departments are able to provide to the citizens. From both a cost
standpoint and arisk standpoint the increasng number of false darms brings into question the
true effectiveness of autométic fire darm sysems.

It is clear that the Prince George' s County Fire/EM S Department commits a significant
amount of its resources to these unnecessary calls for service. Based on the success of the police
department’ s false dlarm reduction policy and legidation as well as that of the respondents to the
survey, it isthought that asimilar policy could be effective in reducing the number of false
darms resulting from automatic darm systems. It is dso thought that the revenue generated
would be sufficient to cover the cogts associated with tracking the false darms and collecting the
fees.

Oneissue that was identified in aletter attached to a survey returned from the Charlotte,
NC Fire Department was that of darm companies calling the fire department when they receive a

burglar darm to avoid paying afine levied by the police department. As aresult, fire companies
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are responding into potentialy extremely dangerous Stuations without being aware of it. The
fire department is now struggling to develop astrategy for deding with this problem.

There are saverd issues that must be addressed prior to implementing any false darm
ordinance. Thefirgt dedls with how County revenues are credited and distributed. In generd, al
revenue sources go directly into the Generd Fund and are distributed to agencies throughout
county government as part of the budget process. It isfdt that funds received from false darm
response fees should go directly to the fire department to cover the costs of responding to these
cdls and to offset the cogts of tracking and collecting the pendties. It would be necessary to
includein any legidation that the revenue generated from this ordinance be returned to the fire
department.

The second issue is one of tracking the fase darms from darm monitoring companies.
The police department uses information captured from the Computer Aided Dispaich (CAD)
sysem to track fse darms. The police dispatchers utilize a code when closing out dl cdls that
indicates how it was handled. As such, on false darms a specific code indicates that it was an
unnecessary cal. The Fse Alarm Reduction Unit then extracts dl cal types coded as burglar
and holdup aarms and having a close-out code indicating unnecessary darms (Charlynn
Flaherty, persond communication, July 26, 1999). The exigting fire CAD, however, does not
have standard disposition codes to indicate how an incident isresolved. Thefield exists but
there is no sandardized method for indicating false darms. It would be smple to identify which
calls were recaived as automatic darms from monitoring companies but identifying which ones
were unnecessary armsis not possible with the current CAD. A new CAD system has been

ordered and is expected to be operational by the end of the year. It isunclear whether it will be
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cagpable of tracking this information as the specifications are currently. There may be an
additional cost associated with adding this capability.

The last issueisthat of creating agroup to track, bill, and collect the fees for fdse darms.
Thiswould require the addition of personnel above the Department’ s existing saffing levels,
which must be done as part of the budget process. Thefiscal year 2001 budget process will
begin in October of this year, therefore, it will, most likely, be necessary to work on drafting any
legidation and submitting it to the County Council for consderation now and delay crestion of
an darm unit until the next fiscal year. Based on the police department’ s experience, it will
probably not be possible to begin enforcement of any fase darm ordinance until fiscal year 2003
at the earliest, adelay of three years.

Recommendations

Based on the literature review, the survey results, and the interview, it is recommended
that the Prince George' s County FirelEM S Department begin drafting afase darm ordinance.
The legidation should pardle the exiding legidation for burglar and holdup darmsin Subtitle
9. Additiondly, arequest should be included in the next budget for two civilian personnd to
begin establishing afdse darm unit. These personnd would be respongble for creating a
system and identifying a computer software package capable of tracking fase darms. They
would aso be charged with developing atraining program for operationd personne and a public
awareness campaign advertising the ordinance.

It is further recommended that the department’ slegd affairs Saff investigate the legdity
and feasihility of creating an account for depositing the funds generated by this project. It should

aso research the legdlity of creeting an enterprise fund to be used in conjunction with the



creetion of afase darm ordinance to ensure that any moneys generated remain in the control of
the Fire/EM'S Department to enhance its service ddivery.

Further research must dso be conducted to identify an appropriate penaty system for
excessive fse darms. Thefine structure should be smilar to that of the police department. If a
sgnificantly different fee schedule isidentified, the Fire/EM S Department should work with the
police department to create a pardld schedule of fase darm response fees. Thiswill diminate
any tendency for darm companiesto call the “chegper” department to investigate its darms
regardless of what type of darm isreceived.

If, and when, an darm ordinance is enacted, exigting Public Education and Public
Information staff can be utilized to educate the public on the goals and merits of the program.
These two divisions have regular contact with the public and have avenues for digtributing
information to large segments of the county’ s population. They should work with the police
department to learn what methods were effective and to identify what darm companies are
currently doing businessin the county. 1t will be crucid to publicize the onset of the program to
ensure that property owners are aware of it before it starts. Thiswill dlow the department to
advertise the benefits of it and to “sall” it based on how it will improve the service to the citizens
of the county. A critical part of the marketing will be spreading the word that fase darm
responses reduce the department’ s availability to respond to true emergencies.

Lagtly, an apped's process must be established as part of the false darm ordinance. 1t will
be critical to establish a means through which property owners can gppeal pendties imposed
when it can be shown that the darm resulted from an gppropriate indication of fire or because of
something out of the control of the property owner. Without a“customer friendly” appedls

process it will be very easy to lose the support of the citizens and the business community when
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the Fire/EM S Department needs it most. People are much more likely to support the department

if they fed it is concerned with being fair in its enforcement duties.
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APPENDIX



FIRE SERVICE
FALSE ALARM REDUCTION SURVEY

Organization Name

Address
City County
State ZIP

Person completing survey

Postion/Title
Telephone Number
Department Type
_ Career _____Volunteer _____ Combination
Department Size
____ lessthan 100 personnel __101-300 personne _____over300
personnel

1 What services does you organization provide? (check al that apply)
Fire EMS Rescue Haz Mat other
2. How many cdlsfor service did your organization answer in 1998?

3. Approximately how many responses were for autometic alarms received from monitoring
sarvices (ADT, Brinks, etc.)?

4, What is the standard response to cals for automatic darms received from third party
monitoring companies?

5. Does your organization have a policy in place for the reduction of false darms received
from third party monitoring companies?

YES NO



If you answered YES to question 5 please continue. If you answered NO, please stop here.
Thank you for your assistance.

6.

10.

11.

Doesthis policy involve a monetary fine for fase darms received from monitoring
companies?

YES NO

If S0, after how many responses does this monetary fine “kick in?’

First response After 2 responses After 3 responses
After 4 responses After 5 or more responses
In what time period?

Please explain the fee structure.

Does your Department charge a permit fee (either one time or annud) for automatic
darm sysemsingaled in each occupancy?

Yes No

Does the money go to the Department or into the jurisdiction’s generd fund?

Department Generd Fund

If your Department’ s policy does not involve a monetary fine, please explainit in the
space below.
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